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At the third congress of the Cuban Communist party last month, President Fidel Castro presented
an attack on poor economic planning and bureaucratic inertia. He also insisted that Cuban
workers should be motivated not by money, but by "conscience, a communist spirit...vocation and
revolutionary will."
For the first time in years, the Cuban government raised prices on basic goods and services,
including electricity, urban public transportation and rice on the free market. Next, rigid controls
on fuel consumption and the use of state-owned automobiles were applied, and meals in day care
centers were replaced with "nutritious snacks." (Urban bus fares were increased from five to 10
centavos and electricity charges from 6.5 to 9 centavos per kilowatt. Charges for these services
remain among the world's lowest.)
In a Jan. 15 speech to the national congress of the Cuban Workers Confederation (CTC), President
Castro said the revolution is now deeply embroiled in a battle to reach "true socialism." In reference
to the "error rectification process" undertaken throughout the country in recent months, he stated
that these changes do not constitute a 180 degree turn, but "a correction in direction to navigate
better and avoid serious problems in building socialism."
The Cuban leader reminded labor leaders of the economic difficulties faced by the island nation
due to inadequate foreign reserves. He called on workers to make greater efforts to take more and
better advantage of available resources. Expectations for economic growth this year are modest: the
government's economic plan is grounded on an increase in GDP of between 1.5% and 2.0%.
The preeminence of moral incentives in economic matters is not new in Cuba. It recalls an early
phase of revolutionary development in the 1960s under then-industry minister Ernesto (Che)
Guevara. At that time, Castro argued for Soviet-style production norms and salary incentives.
These days Castro criticizes material incentives as "capitalist mechanisms," and argues they have
produced "crazy, unintelligible, incomprehensible" anomalies in pay scales. He points out that
many workers are paid for work they don't do, and others have enough free time to work at second
jobs.
In the last half of 1986, Castro's distaste for "capitalist backsliding" resulted in the closure of
farmers' markets where Cubans could buy goods outside the state distribution system, and bans on
private buying and selling of homes and classified advertising in newspapers. As a result of natural
disaster and bad weather, for the past two years Cuba has had to spend part of its foreign currency
reserves on buying sugar from the Dominican Republic in order to meet delivery agreements to the
Soviet bloc.
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Despite on-going attempts at export diversification, sugar remains Cuba's primary export crop,
and the means for acquiring a vast array of necessary imported goods. Next, Cuba continues to be
dependent on Soviet aid. The Soviets pay four or five times the prevailing world price for Cuban
sugar and in return supply petroleum at less than the going rate. This subsidy, along with other
economic aid, comes to an equivalent of over $4 billion per year. The USSR supplies more than
enough fuel for Cuban domestic needs. The surplus is sold to third countries: in 1986 Cuba earned
more than 40% percent of its hard currency reserves in this way. But the price decline of oil in world
markets and hurricane damage to the sugar crop has cut by half to about $600 million Cuban hard
currency reserves to spend on imports this year. (Basic data from UPI, 01/12/87, various reports by
PRENSA LATINA.)
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